This study aims to explore how entrepreneurship, i.e. the three well-known dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation (EO) (innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness), affects equity crowdfunding (ECF) performance. Many contributions in the entrepreneurship literature suggested that the entrepreneurial process is incomplete with the creation of a new venture. In this vein, the present paper focuses on the company's fundraising capability, a stage that follow the establishment of a new business. Empirical regression analyses were performed and the sample consists of 134 projects collected from seven Italian platforms. Interesting successful drivers, belonging to the EO sphere, emerge from the study. Findings show statistically significant influence of the three exploratory variables: product innovation (as expression of innovativeness) and planning (as expression of proactiveness) positively affect ECF performance, while equity offered (as expression of risk taking propensity) has a negative impact. Scholars have little knowledge about the role of entrepreneurship in the ECF context, this study sheds some light on the importance of entrepreneurial aspects. The originality of this study lies both in the entrepreneurial framework and in the factors analyzed. The insights could have interesting implications for entrepreneurs, platform managers, investors and policy makers.
Introduction
In recent decades, there has been a significant diffusion of entrepreneurship and in fact this era is defined as the 'entrepreneurial age' (Bygrave, 2004) . Over the last years, interest among academicians in entrepreneurial issues has grown. In particular, scholars studying entrepreneurship are increasingly interested in the entrepreneurship processes (Leyden & Link, 2015; Moroz & Hindle, 2012) .
Historically, the entrepreneurship literature identified the creation of a new business as the final stage of the entrepreneurial process (Kessler & Frank, 2009; Korunka et al., 2003; Reynolds, 2007) . Despite the strong focus on new venture creation, a growing number of scholars embrace the idea that the entrepreneurial process does not end with the establishment of the company (Brockner et al., 2004; Cardon et al., 2005; DeTienne, 2010; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) . In this new research stream of entrepreneurship, many studies supported the importance of the post-creation lives of new ventures and that the entrepreneurial process continues after establishing a new venture. Based on this perspective, a number of scholars suggested that the entrepreneurial process is not complete without considering the future phases following the creation of the new venture, such as the entrepreneurial exit (DeTienne, 2010) , the opportunity identification (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) , company growth or procuring resources (Brockner et al., 2004; Cardon et al., 2005) .
Following these perspectives based on the continuity of the entrepreneurial process, the present study focuses on the companies' capabilities to raise funds. More precisely, this work considers a specific stage that follows new venture creation, i.e. the fundraising. For new companies, it is vital to identify and procure the necessary sources of funding to pursue new opportunities (Carter et al., 1996; Cunneen & Mankelow, 2007; Kortum & Lerner, 2000; Shane & Cable, 2002) .
In the last few years, scholars are more and more attracted by new forms of fundraising. Among the new mechanism for financing entrepreneurship, equity crowdfunding (hereafter ECF) has emerged as a concrete and popular system for entrepreneurs (Vulkan et al., 2016) . In line with prior scholars who suggested 'equity crowdfunding is the most empirically relevant for studying entrepreneurial signalling to small investors' (Ahlers, et al., 2015, p. 957) , also this paper acknowledge the importance of examining ECF. This paper aims at contributing to fill this gap, namely the shortage of studies that address the issue of information asymmetries in ECF through signals derived from the entrepreneurial skills of the company. Moving from this aim, this paper recalls the well-known concept of entrepreneurial orientation (hereafter EO) (Covin & Slevin, 1989 Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983) and concentrates its attention on three commonly used variables in the entrepreneurship literature -i.e. product innovation, equity offered and planning -as potential signals that could explain the success of ECF campaigns. These typical entrepreneurial parameters are respectively expressions of the three traditional EO dimensions: innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness.
Put simply, this contribution proposes that the above cited entrepreneurial aspects could influence ECF performance outcomes, i.e. funding amount and number of investors. The study conducts regression analyses on 134 projects and it intends to explore the Italian ECF context. Italy is a pioneer country in regulating ECF (Vismara, 2016) and -in fact -implemented an ad hoc regulation (D.L. 179/2012).
The contribution proposes an original entrepreneurial framework for studying success signals and provides empirical evidence of new factors related to the entrepreneurship sphere in a developed country in theme of ECF. This paper attempts to contribute to the current entrepreneurship literature.
The paper is organized as follows. The next section presents the theoretical background and research hypotheses. The third section describes the data and the methodology. The results are presented in the fourth section, while the last section contains discussions and conclusions, including limits and implications for both practitioners and scholars.
Theoretical Background
It is well known that the information asymmetries between two actors -in this specific case entrepreneurs and investors -can lead to the risk of adverse selection and potential market failure (Akerlof, 1970) . In the virtual environment of online platforms, the risk of financing a potentially bad project (a 'lemon') for investors is high. The well-known 'lemons problem' (Akerlof, 1970) refers to issues that arise due to asymmetric information held by investors and entrepreneurs which refers to the value of the company. In this scenario, the separation between high quality and low quality projects is difficult to recognize. Furthermore, a relevant issue is moral hazard due to possible opportunistic actions by entrepreneurs. They have more knowledge of the quality underlying the initiative and have information about the venture that they might not reveal to investors.
Investors have limited knowledge to evaluate investments and should face high due-diligence costs (Ahlers et al., 2015) . Moreover, the lack of signals deriving from the reputation of the endorsers (professional intermediaries such as banks) increase the potential risks for investors. Entrepreneurs face the issue of communicating useful information about their company. This problem takes on greater significance in new ventures that have little track record and present higher uncertainty about their future development or profitability.
According to the signalling theory (Spence, 1973) , observable signals could mitigate the information asymmetries, to the extent that they can show the quality and value of the venture. On the one hand, credible information could increase investors' knowledge of the company (thus their ability to decode signals), on the other hand, these signals could help entrepreneurs achieve superior ECF performance. Thus, signals could play a key role in improving ECF outcomes, but -as Ahlers et al. (2015) suggested -not all the information on the quality of a company are effectively signals to mitigate asymmetries.
This study, taking into account the previous studies in literature, considers three factors of the entrepreneurial Business and Management Vol. 14, No. 10; entrepreneurship literature related to EO sphere recurred to product innovation within the innovativeness dimension (Fernández-Serrano & Romero, 2013; Lee et al., 2001; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983; Santos-Cumplido & Liñán, 2007) . This parameter is a critical strategy for companies (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990; Li & Atuahene-Gima, 2001; McCann, 1991) , in particular for new ventures, and a number of scholars analysed it as a dimension of the entrepreneurial strategic posture of companies (Covin & Slevin, 1989; Miller, 1987; Zahra & Covin, 1993) . Product innovation is also a significant element for increase the competitiveness of the companies (Bruton & Rubanik, 2002; Chen et al., 2004; Huang & Liu, 2005) .
Investors have always appreciated the innovative capability of new ventures (Baum & Silverman, 2004) . This is even more evident for equity investors (Kortum & Lerner, 2000) . In the crowdfunding research stream, Oo et al. (2018) highlighted that investors are more likely to fund the development of higher innovation products, contrariwise to lower innovation products. Investors, in crowdfunding contexts, typically finance campaigns in order to support entrepreneurs to bring their initiatives to market and be successful (Cholakova & Clarysse, 2015; Ordanini et al., 2011) . Therefore, investors could commit financial resources in a company that plan to create new innovative products if they are indeed convinced of their success and profitability. Furthermore, investors could have interest in some specific products/services. In some cases, entrepreneurs could offer future products/services to investors in addition to equity shares.
Companies, especially young and innovative, can send signals to investors about their initiative's quality through actions to introduce new innovative products (Deeds et al., 1997; Nadeau, 2010; Smith et al., 2005) . These signalling actions represent significant indicators of the company's prospects and competence. In ECF campaigns, entrepreneurs can show if their company intends to create or launch new products/services for their customers. This information could represent a signal of the innovative efforts of the firm and it is reasonable to assume that a positive effect will emerge on ECF performance outcomes. Based on this, campaigns could have more investors and even more funds. This study proposes that crowdfunding investors will be more likely to fund the development of product innovations. Thus, the following hypothesis is provided.
Hypothesis 1: Product innovation positively affects ECF performance.
Equity Offered (Risk Taking)
As Lumpkin & Dess (1996, p. 144 ) observed, 'risk has various meanings, depending on the context in which it is applied'. Companies with an entrepreneurial orientation are often typified by risk-taking behaviour, such as risky resource commitments (Baird & Thomas, 1985; Miller & Friesen, 1978) .
According to Leland and Pyle (1977) , a quality signal of the initiative is represented by the entrepreneur's equity retention. If the entrepreneur is indeed convinced of the company's potential, he will invest in it holding more equity shares. Contrariwise, entrepreneurs will offer higher equity shares to investors if they have a lower commitment in the company or they do not expect profits (future cash flows higher than current firm value). Also in studies on IPOs and VCs (Busenitz et al., 2005) , equity retention represents a positive signal.
Engage in risky projects highlights the propensity to take risks by entrepreneurs. A close equity retention reflects a low risk taking propensity. Future returns from projects are uncertain, so entrepreneurs sell a large equity proportion if they do not intend to take risks and prefer to monetize the current value of the company from the sale (with a dilution effect).
Starting from the previous contributions in the ECF field, this work analyses the equity offered as the percentage of equity shares that the company makes available to new investors (Ahlers et al., 2015; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016; Vismara, 2016) . The amount of equity offered in the ECF campaign is a signal that allows investors to know the level of the shares that the entrepreneurs retain. This information represents also a signal of the commitment of the entrepreneur (Vismara, 2016) and of the value of the company (Ahlers et al., 2015) .
In the ECF context, the likelihood of investing money in a project decreases with an increase of the uncertainty level (Ahlers et al., 2015) . In this vein, equity retention represents a significant quality signal (Vismara, 2016) able to reduce uncertainty for investors. Therefore, it is possible to argue that -other things being equal -the likelihood of success of the campaign is reduced when larger equity shares are offered. This is because the entrepreneur retains much equity in a good company and less in the opposite case, signalling in this way the companies' value.
In this case, equity offered -a typical information about the willingness of entrepreneurs to invest in their own project -is used as an expression of the risk taking propensity. Thus, the following hypothesis is developed.
Planning (Proactiveness)
Planning can be considered a typical parameter that identifies proactiveness. This variable has been adopted as a measure of proactivity by several scholars (Fernández-Serrano & Romero, 2013; Guzmán & Santos, 2001; Lepak et al., 2005; Santos-Cumplido & Liñán, 2007) . It represents a dynamic initiative to energize the business and a strategic behaviour of entrepreneurs (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996) .
Scholars tried to measure proactiveness through some behaviours, such as seeking money to invest, investing in the training of employees, putting into practice long-term planning of activities, realising plans for growth, creating new products/services, developing technological innovation or searching for new markets and sources of supply (Guzmán & Santos, 2001; Santos-Cumplido & Liñán, 2007) . For companies, the lack of initiative to plan and of a long-term view are not related to proactiveness. The study of Fernández-Serrano & Romero (2013, p. 498) , reported that 'among the characteristic activities of proactive entrepreneurs, business planning has been pointed out as a strategic policy facilitating firm growth'.
Planning is considered a strategic driver for company development (Fernández-Serrano & Romero, 2013) and the literature identified it as one of the most important factors that determine venture success (Block & MacMillan, 1985; Quinn, 1979; Vesper & Holmdahl, 1973) . Following these contributions, this study supports the importance of planning also in the ECF context. In this study, in fact, planning activities and efforts are considered as factors related to ECF performance.
In the ECF context is important to exhibit long-term planning activities because this could affect the decision-making process of potential investors and limit information asymmetries related to the development of the company. In this way, entrepreneurs could induce a higher number of investors to commit more financial resources. Therefore, it is possible to argue that planning can be a success determinant of crowdfunding projects.
In fact, the absence of a planning activity and proactive initiatives can be seen as a form of 'passiveness' (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996) of the company. This is in contrast with the company's proactivity, therefore investors may decide not to invest in it, given the risks and uncertainty about the future. In this respect, the following hypothesis is proposed.
Hypothesis 3:
Planning activities positively affect ECF performance.
Research Design

Data and Variables
Sample
The empirical analyses use data from seven Italian ECF platforms -i.e. CrowdFundMe, Backtowork24, Mamacrowd, Muumlab, Nextequity, StarsUp, 200crowd -over the period from January 2014 to June 2018. The sampling period covers all the campaigns launched on the portals since their origin. These platforms together represent about 75% of the overall ECF market in terms of funding obtained and about 70% of the total number of campaigns launched in Italy (Politecnico, 2018) .The initial sample consisted of 137 projects, but three of them are outliers and show values over 600%. Thus, the final sample presents 134 initiatives and includes both successful projects (that reach the target of 100% or super it in overfunding) and failed projects (that do not reach the target and have a percentage lower than 100%).
Data collection was done through the online spaces of ECF portals where entrepreneurs provide information, documents (e.g. a business plan or a pitch) and links to social networks (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn). Furthermore, the company websites and the official Business Register databases were analyzed. This last source is particularly useful for control variables (e.g. years, sector, location and type of company), while dependent variables and explanatory variables are mostly present on the online pages of campaigns. Campaigns show funding amount, number of investors and equity offered on the main page. About product innovation and planning, it was important to analyse also the attached documents and the descriptions of the initiatives in the different sections of the campaigns window and the pitches. Useful information was found on: ideas, new products/services, plans, strategy, use of funds, future actions or activities. Finally, a direct check was also made -through phone-based or web-based (e.g. LinkedIn, Skype and email) interviews -with platforms managers and entrepreneurs.
Measurement of ECF performance
ECF performance is measured as a dependent variable using the funding amount (Model 1) and number of investors (Model 2). These two parameters are the most commonly used indicators to measure ECF success in the current literature. In line with previous papers in this new research stream, this study considers the funding amount in percentage (Colombo et al., 2016; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016; Vismara, 2016 Vismara, , 2018 Zheng et al., 2014) . This choice takes into account the latest trends in crowdfunding literature, where this measure has recently been preferred over the dummy variable (equal to one if the project has reached the target) because it describes both the success rate (1 if it reached the 100% and more than 1 in case of overfunding) and the failure rate (<1, because the platforms work with the 'all or nothing' model) of projects. This measure is stronger (than the dummy) as it indicates how close the pitch was to reaching its target, in the case of failure projects, or how much the fundraising exceeds the target goal, in the case of successful projects (in this case measuring its overfunding rate).
Also the number of investors is a typical parameter to measure ECF performance and it has already been used as a dependent variable in several studies (Ahlers et al., 2015; Block et al., 2018; Lukkarinen et al., 2016; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016; Vismara, 2016) . It indicates the final number of backers at the end of ECF campaigns. These people transferred funds and supported the initiative by investing in it. Since the logic of ECF is to involve the crowd and accumulate a large number of investors (Vismara, 2016) , it is important to consider this variable as proxy of ECF success.
Explanatory Variables
In this study three explanatory variables are considered: Product Innovation, Equity Offered and Planning. These three parameters are respectively expression of three dimensions that belong to the well known EO construct: innovativeness, risk taking, proactiveness.
The first explanatory variable is Product Innovation. Since many companies have as their main object the production and commercialisation of innovative products or services, this variable included the creation and introduction of new products/services for their customers in the following years. If a company has planned these actions, shows their propensity to innovate and improve the offer for its customers (Guzmán & Santos, 2001) . This is an expression of the company' innovative capability. In this case a dummy variable is used. In line with previous studies (Ahlers et al., 2015; Vismara, 2016) , the percentage of equity offered is used for the Equity Offered. This parameter identified the risk taking propensity and indicates the specific equity amount of the company that entrepreneurs offer to the crowd. The last explanatoryvariable is Planning, a typical expression of the proactive capability of the entrepreneurs. In line with prior studies (Fernández-Serrano & Romero, 2013; Guzmán & Santos, 2001; Santos-Cumplido & Liñán, 2007) , which used this parameter as a measure of the proactivity in the EO construct, for this variable the main initiatives of the entrepreneurs are considered: business planning activities, detailed long-term plans and other dynamic energizer behaviours (e.g. providing training for their employees and plan enterprise expansion). A dummy variable for the company's planning of activities is used.
Control Variables
A number of control variables from the survey are included in both the models. In line with prior studies, this paper also assumes the relevance of the companies' team (Vismara, 2016) , thus it incorporates both the entrepreneurs (Ahlers et al., 2015; Vulkan et al., 2016) and the staff (Ahlers et al., 2015; Plummer et al., 2016) . Both the variable Founders and Team size, respectively, as a measure of the founding team size and the total company team, are used. For the first of these two control variables, the number of founders is considered, while for the second, the total number of all the members of the team (including both staff and founders) is used.
In this study it is also controlled for firm age, industry, location, company size and platform size. The variable Years is the number of years in which the company has been active since its establishment (Ahlers et al., 2015; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016) . The last following four control variables are measured as dummies, and are: Service Industry, Big City, Start up size and Platform. The industry sector is an important element for the financing of companies (Baum & Silverman, 2004) , therefore it is controlled for possible differences between companies focused on the service industry (one of the most common categories of start ups and SMEs in Italy) and the others sectors. In this study, another important aspect to consider is the location of the initiatives (Hornuf & Schwienbacher, 2018; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016; Vismara, 2016) , thus a dummy is used in order to distinguish if the company is based in a big city or not. The main target of the ECF mechanism are start ups and SMEs, so a dummy variable is included to measure the company's type. Furthermore, it is controlled for offers launched on big or small platforms (dummy variable), as a measure of the size of the portals (Note 1). Finally, in the first models it is also included the capital collected, i.e. the variable Capital (in € 1,000) , as a measure of the project size (Ahlers et al., 2015; Lukkarinen et al., 2016) . Table 1 reports the means, standard deviations (SD), minimum (Min) and maximum (Max) values for each variable. The percentage of funding amount ranges from 0% to 500% and the average initiatives in the sample raises 146% of the initial target capital to reach. The average number of investors that finance projects is 54 and this second dependent variable ranges from 0 to 320. The table shows that about the half of companies (precisely 49%) decided to create and launch new products/services in the following years, while the 64% of them made proactive planning initiatives. Equity offered on average is 10.82% and it ranges from 0.10% to 50%. Table 1 provides also descriptive statistics of control variables. The average number of founders is 2.57, the team size on average is 6.46 and the average capital raised is about € 165,750. Many projects were posted on big platforms (74%) and the average firm age is just over two and a half years. Companies are mostly start ups (88%) of service industry (75%) and located in big cities (59%). In the analyses it is checked for multicollinearity and heteroskedasticity, and there were no points of concern. Table 2 reports correlations of the variables included in the analyses and the variance inflation factor (VIF) for each parameter. Variance inflation factors present values below the conventional thresholds. No one average VIF exceeded 3 and also no one maximum VIF exceeded 4. Both are below the critical cut-off values, respectively, of 6 and 10). The mean VIF is 1.48 and the maximum 2.03 (see Table 3 ). Also the correlation matrix presents values lower than the traditional threshold of 0.7, showing the absence of multicollinearity. 
Results
Descriptive Statistics
Regression Analyses
In this section, evidences of the impact of the three exploratory variables on ECF performance are provided. Table 3 shows the results of regression analyses with dependent variables measuring ECF performance: funding amount (%), in the model 1, and number of investors, in the model 2.
Respectively an OLS regression is performed in the model 1, while a Poisson regression is performed in the second model. These choices follow the current literature and are appropriate because: the first dependent variable (model 1) is expressed as the final percentage of the amount raised at the end of the campaign; the second dependent variable (model 2) is a count of the final number of investors at the end of ECF campaigns. In the second model (a count model), it is important to underline that there are not excess zeros. In both the models, robust standard errors are used and control variables are included. The evidence supports the three hypotheses, in fact the exploratory variables are statistically significant in both the models.
Firstly, product innovation positively affects the percentage of funding amount (coefficient = 0.350, significant at 10%) and crowd participation, i.e. the number of investors (coefficient = 0.151, significant at 1%).
In accordance with hypothesis 2, equity offered has a negative impact on the percentage of funding amount (coefficient = -2.140, significant at 1%) and on the number of investors (coefficient = -2.518, significant at 5%). In this case, a larger percentage of equity offered is related to a smaller amount of funding collected (model 1) and a smaller crowd participation in number of investors (model 2).
Finally, it is found that planning is associated with a larger percentage of funding amount (coefficient = 0.679, significant at 1%) and positively influences a larger number of investors (coefficient = 1.059, significant at 1%). Note. Significance level at 1 % (***), 5 % (**), and 10 % (*).
Discussion and Conclusion
Discussion
The present contribution explores the importance of entrepreneurship for ECF performance. The study intends to examine how and to what extent entrepreneurship is significant in affecting two main ECF performance outcomes, i.e. funding amount collected and number of investors involved.
In this paper, the presence of new significant drivers in the ECF context is explored and new parameters of the entrepreneurial sphere are empirically analyzed. Put differently, the main goal of this paper is to investigate the role of the three traditional dimensions of EO in the success of ECF campaigns in the Italian case. The assumption is that innovativeness (i.e. product innovation), risk taking (i.e. equity offered) and proactiveness (i.e. planning) can play a signalling role for investors. Thus, this work aims to analyse the impact of these parameters on the success rate of projects in Italy within the framework of information asymmetries and signalling theory.
The number of studies based on the ECF model is limited compared to the reward model. The nascent ECF literature recently started to explore successful drivers and the few previous empirical studies have highlighted a positive effect of several factors on ECF performance. These papers that draw on signalling theory provided insights mainly on the role of networks or media (Block et al., 2018; Lukkarinen et al, 2016; Polzin et al., 2018; Vismara, 2016) , education background of the team (Lukkarinen et al. 2016; Ahlers et al., 2015) , certifications and equity retention (Ahlers et al., 2015; Ralcheva & Roosenboom, 2016; Vismara, 2016) .
The present study shows new variables perceived as quality signals and provides evidence that entrepreneurship plays a key role in the success of ECF campaigns. The results highlight that the three dimensions of EO sphere are significantly related to ECF performance outcomes. Product innovation and planning are predictors of ECF campaign success and positively influence both funding amount and number of investors.
Product innovation has a positive impact on ECF outcomes, in fact, it helps companies to achieve superior performance in term of funding amount collected and investors involved. Investors perceive this parameter as a signal of the innovative capability of the companies and their efforts in the development of new products/services. Future products/services that companies planned to create and launch, could attract a larger number of investors and higher amount of funding. This is particularly true when these new products/services are also offered in ECF campaigns in pre-order or reward forms (Belleflamme et al., 2014) .
Also proactive initiatives play an important role in the success of ECF campaigns. In fact, planning activities are a key element for investors' decisions to finance a project. Higher initiatives and activities in this sense represent a valid motivation for investors, which commit financial resources to the project aware of its potential and the future directions or programs.
Equity offered in large percentage negatively affects ECF performance and this suggests that the level of uncertainty is significant for investors in the ECF context (Ahlers et al., 2015; Vismara, 2016) . This parameter plays a signalling role for investors as suggested by signalling theory (Leland & Pyle, 1977) and presents similarities to other financial contexts (e.g. VCs) (Busenitz et al., 2005) .
Conclusion
This paper is the first to focus on entrepreneurship in the ECF research stream. In the crowdfunding field, it is present just a contribution of Oo et al. (2018) , 2012) and highlighted that the entrepreneurial process is more than the creation of a new business and it is not complete with the establishment of the venture (Brockner et al., 2004; Cardon et. al, 2005; DeTienne, 2010) . In line with this new trend, this study focuses on the capability of companies to raise funds. This work offers a new entrepreneurial framework for understanding the potential role of entrepreneurship in the funding success, one of the key aspects of the entrepreneurial process after the venture creation.
The contribution of this study is manifold. The framework developed here summarizes some important factors of past studies in the entrepreneurship field belonging to the EO sphere. It also offers orientation and guidance for future empirical research as well as key concepts to build on. Hopefully, this study could contribute to the current debate on the role of entrepreneurial attributes in the entrepreneurial process, and -in a more specific way -the impact on the fundraising performance.
This paper also expands the current literature on ECF, including different variables and an original construct. The findings of the present study disclose that innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness are strategic elements in the ECF context. This study highlights the importance of entrepreneurship also in the ECF field, in fact these three dimensions of EO represents significant determinants of ECF performance.
Implications
The ECF market presents a challenging environment for investors to evaluate the value of new ventures. Before investors finance a project, they must evaluate a series of parameters that meet their goals. Some information, that could be useful to them, often are embedded in the capabilities of the entrepreneurs (Alvarez & Busenitz, 2001) or sometimes are not well exposed in ECF online campaigns. This paper highlights information in the entrepreneurial sphere perceived as quality signals by investors, providing valid information for platform managers, investors and entrepreneurs in launching ECF campaigns. Moreover, this work can provide support to policy makers, who promote new types of fundraising to support new ventures or entrepreneurs and make decisions on financial tools. Policy makers, in particular authorities and governments, should encourage entrepreneurs to pay more attention to the planning, the amount of equity offered and to the introduction of new innovative products, thus to improve their innovation efforts.
In this virtual context, a significant challenge facing entrepreneurs is to communicate their knowledge about the new venture. The findings have several implications for entrepreneurs (that propose initiatives) and platform managers (that publish projects on their online portal). Both types of actors should acknowledge the importance of signals and should implement actions in order to improve the quality of the campaigns. Platform managers should reserve specific spaces of the campaign window for providing further details (e.g. description of the plans, future activities, product innovations, technologies) and improve current project spaces with more specific sections. ECF platforms act as intermediaries between entrepreneurs and investors, thus their managers should facilitate the flow of information, in particular of some key elements such as the innovative or planning activities of the companies and the status of the shareholders.
Entrepreneurs should implement both planning (through more proactive initiatives) and product innovation (through the introduction of new products/services), and should reflect on the negative effect of a large amount of equity offered when they decide to sell equity shares. Furthermore, they should introduce specific details in a clear way -e.g. by providing ad hoc documents or enriching descriptions in the company profile (also in their social networks or company websites) -about company development and its future perspectives, especially in terms of future plans, strategies and new innovative products.
Investors are interested in the future developments of the company in which they invest, becoming shareholders. They pay great attention to the future activities that companies have planned and to future innovative actions. Furthermore, investors are particularly vigilant about the state of both entrepreneurs and the shareholders.
The three parameters analysed in this paper represent observable signals for investors and can reduce the uncertainty associated with the initiative, limiting the information asymmetry problem.
Limitations and Further Research
This paper has some limitations that need to be underlined and offers opportunities for further research. First, the study focuses on three aspects related to the entrepreneurship literature, but other possible factors, such as market conditions and the capabilities of the start ups or SMEs, are not included. Considering the EO construct, some parameters already used in entrepreneurship literature are used and contextualized to the field of ECF (e.g. equity offered). However, it is not possible to exclude that there may be other parameters that can be used for the same purpose.
Second, the decision-making process of investors in the crowdfunding context, typically small and less sophisticated (Belleflamme et al., 2014) , is a new challenge. So what effectively lead to successful fundraising for new ventures is an evolving topic and attract great interest among scholars and practitioners. Furthermore, it is important to consider that sometimes investors could be influenced by parameters that are difficult to measure. Both personal motivations (e.g. factors of non-monetary nature) and the 'lottery effect' might be included in this type of factor that can affect the investors' decision to finance a project and the amount invested.
Third, there is a lack of studies that explore the role of entrepreneurship in the ECF research stream. The absence of other empirical cases that examined the impact of entrepreneurial aspects in ECF performance does not allow comparison with other countries. Finally, this work analysed only one country, with a specific regulation. However, this could be an opportunity to replicate the study in other countries and to compare differences.
The findings of this study are novel and could represent a basis for further research. The measurement of ECF performance and the successful driver of campaigns are topics of considerable discussion in the literature. Starting from this paper, the next study could extend the concept of EO and introduce new parameters. Moreover, it will be possible to enlarge the sample and enrich the analyses with further performance measures. Finally, another possible stage of this study is to adopt the framework in other fundraising platforms (e.g. P2P lending or other crowdfunding models) and in other types of financing (e.g. venture capitalists or business angels).
